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by Ltjg. Matt Sheflin

from another SSC mission that was part of the ongoing search for drug

smugglers. Asusual, we wereworking through another horizonless,
dark-as-anything night. | felt prepared for standard mission tasking, but |
wasn'’t prepared for what was about to happen. My “routing” landing after the
mission was mereinchesfrom becoming a ClassA mishap.

| wasthe H2P (flying left seat), and the HAC was at the controlsin the

right seat. | had been flying the SH-60B for ayear and had logged more than
150 hoursin model. The HAC had more than 2,000 hoursin model. He gave
me the approach and landing back at the ship to update my currency. After |
completed the landing checks, we swapped controlsfor one approach and two
free deck bouncesinto the rapid-securing device.

T his adventure takes place off the coast of Mexico. | wasreturning
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Shortly after gaining visual contact with the
ship, we were given agreen deck and were
cleared for landing. The approach wasabit hot
and alittle high on the perch but nothing too
unusual for ano-horizon night. Aswe made our
approach to thefantail, the Senso cameontheICS
and reported a problem with the messenger cable.
When he had lowered the RAST probe, the
messenger cable had begun to pay out, and he
couldn’'t retrieveit electrically. It was now dangling
below the aircraft, with the end somewhere on the
deck below. Aswe hovered over the deck, the
Senso told ushewas going to try to retrieve the
messenger by hand, in order to prevent the cable
fromtanglinginthenets.

Ashebegan to manually haul inthe cable, the
L SO came up on theradio and informed usthat
thelight on our RAST probewasn’t on, and he
couldn’t see the messenger cable. TheHAC
asked if | had remembered to turn onthe RAST
light. To my amazement, | discovered that | had
missed it on thelanding checklist.

Aswe hovered over the deck, the HAC called
for aswap of the controls, so that | could reach
the RAST light switch, whichislocated on theleft
side of the cockpit. After the HAC took the
controls, | began to concentrate on the overhead
console, fumbling for the switch. During small-
deck RAST landings, the pilot whoisn't at the
controlsisresponsiblefor backing up theflying
pilot by scanning the deck for fore and aft drift.
Hash markson theflight deck help the non-flying
pilot do this. In addition, thereisasecond set of
hash marksthe Senso can useto help judgefore
and aft dignment.

At thispoint, the Senso and | were distracted,
and neither of uswere concentrating on backing
up theflying pilot. It didn’t seem to take more than
two secondsto |ook up to locate the switch and

then focus my attention outside, but it wasmore
than long enough to begin apotentially disastrous
drift toward the hangar. The only thing that |
remember after |ooking back outside was seeing
thetop of the SPY radar antennaand thetop
portion of the hangar through the chin bubble. |
told the HAC, “We need to come aft.”

We had come no more than afoot from
striking the top of the superstructure—too close
for comfort. If we had actually struck the super-
structure while hovering over the L SO shack, our
loss of situational awareness might havekilled not
only thefour peoplein theaircraft, but a so those
inthe LSO shack and possibly afew in the hangar.

During the debrief, we determined that the
HAC may have had vertigo but didn’t recognizeit
until it wasalmost too late. He said that he had
detected forward drift and had put in what he
perceived as enough aft cyclic to correct the
problem, but the drift had continued. By thetime
he made the second input, we had drifted to within
afoot of disaster.

We had allowed aclassic chain of eventsto
develop unchecked. Our crew coordination and
Situational awareness had broken down, making
the hazard of vertigo even more severe. We use
ACT techniqueswhen landing on asmall boy, but
inthiscase, achain of eventsdistracted the
aircrew. Theresult wasaloss of SA by the copilot
and Senso that, when combined with theflying
pilot’svertigo, nearly sealed the deal for us. Lack
of attention to detail when completing thelanding
checklist wasthefirst link in the mishap chain.
Had the RAST light been on when we crossed the
deck edge, | would not have been fumbling for the
switch, and aswap of controlswould not have
been necessary.=g=

Ltjg. Sheflin flies with HSL-47, Det. 2.
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